For those facing a terminal illness or death within the coming hours or days, the words 'in sickness and in health, till death do us part' take on a whole new meaning. In today's modern society, there is debate about whether marriage between two people is necessary. There is no longer the stigmatism of having children outside of wedlock, financial planning can be carried out by a carefully constructed will or lawyer, and parents don't need to be married to have parental responsibility for their children. On the other hand, marriage is a rite of passage for those who are religious; baptism, communion, marriage and then death. For some people, it is about showing your commitment to one person in front of God. It has been proven that those who are married have healthier lifestyles and live longer, and there are financial benefits to marriage in the form of tax allowances and pensions. 1 When faced with a terminal diagnosis, for couples who are not married, it is often a decision that they are eager to consider, over and above the decisions about the proposed treatment. For those patients in critical care, it may be considered following discussions around the futility of treatment. In our unit, we have had two marriages over the last 18 months; sadly both patients have subsequently died. Why, when faced with a life-limiting illness, do people decide to get married? Some decide that it is for financial benefit but fail to appreciate that a will can provide all the same benefits as marriage and enables a prompt means of conferring financial security and stability onto their partner. The planning of a wedding is seen as a celebration. It gives them a focus and confers a degree of control, something robbed of them by their illness. It is the ultimate display of commitment -'in my last days I want to spend them in a lawful union with you'. At the time of the wedding, it gives them a few moments where they can forget about the illness and focus on the love surrounding them.
Even when the decision to get married has been taken, it can be less than straightforward. For an emergency marriage to take place, either a Superintendent Registrar's Certificate or a Registrar General's Licence needs to be obtained. The medical staff need to emphasise that the patient is seriously ill (and not expected to recover), that the patient cannot be moved from the hospital to a place registered for marriage, and that the patient understands the nature and purpose of marriage. If these criteria are met then a license will usually be available within 24 h, and the couple can proceed to marriage. If these criteria cannot be met, there is little room for manoeuvre, prompting an agonising wait for the six-week marriage license to be issued.
Nonetheless, there are now a number of organisations that specifically aim to provide terminally ill or dying people the wedding of their dreams -'Wish Upon a Wedding in America', 'The Wedding Wishing Well Foundation' and 'Gift of a Wedding'. Such organisations have recognised the importance of the wedding day for these patients. They provide that mutual meeting place for the couple to briefly live, and in the days following the death of the patient there is a celebration of their lives together, reinforcing the positive memories for the surviving spouse to hold onto.
So do we know why people choose to get married when they are terminally ill? Maybe it simply comes down to love. Love of their partner, love of life, love of their faith and love of their family. As first said by Virgil, 'omnia vincit amor' -'love conquers all'; perhaps marriage is our way of allowing love to conquer death.
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